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SLA in L2 Classroom Interactive 
Discourse
Theoretical Background
From the L2 teaching perspective, L2 classroom interaction, various task­
based and topic-based oral activities, serve the purpose of simulating 
real communication in the L2 classroom in the sense of developing 
learners’ fluency. The question arises, however, about how L2 classroom 
interactive discourse can be conducive not only to the development of 
fluency (speaking skills), but also to the development of accuracy (gram­
matical competence). 
Numerous research studies applying the apparatus of conversational 
analysis (turn taking) have been conducted in order to assess what class­
room discourse conditions are most conducive to SLA, e. g. whether rep­
etition of their turns (or parts of their turns) by the teachers, and various 
conversational modifications, or extended turn-taking by the learners, 
have a significant influence upon the "uptake”(c. f. Breen 2001: 128), that 
is the development of "interlanguage, ” understood as acquiring the tar­
get L2 grammatical competence. 
Michael Long’s work (1983) has been particularly instrumental and 
influential in this respect. Drawing on Evelyn Hatch’s Discourse Theory 
(1978), Long identified some natural discourse modifications, occurring 
in conversations between native and non-native speakers (such as clari­
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fication requests, self- and other-repetitions, comprehension checks and 
confirmation checks).
He originally claimed that negotiation for meaning in NS/NNS 
discourse was instrumental in restructuring the L2 learners’ interlan­
guage, and conversational modifications were hypothesized to be indi­
rect causa] factors for L2 development. In other words, learner utter­
ances “constructed by borrowing chunks of speech from the preceding 
discourse” (Ellis 1985: 155) were considered evidence of their acquisi­
tion. The question arises, however, if such modified structures are avail­
able for spontaneous L2 use, that is, whether they have been acquired 
as analysable knowledge (c.f. Bialystok 1978), or whether they are tem­
porarily memorized chunks of language or lexicalised sentence stems (c.f. 
Pawley and Syder 1983).
More recently, Long (1996) modified the Interaction Hypothesis, 
claiming that the discourse modifications could be just one of the fac­
tors facilitating L2 development in some of its aspects.
We must note that in L2 classroom discourse not all of the modifica­
tions occurring in naturalistic NS/NNS interaction have been observed 
(Long and Sato 1983). L2 teachers frequently use comprehension checks 
("Do you understand?”), but confirmation checks and clarification re­
quests on their part are much less common. This means that L2 teachers 
check whether students have understood what they have said but they 
hardly ever ask for students’ confirmation whether their utterances have 
been understood by the teachers.
Such an imbalance in the use of discourse modifications by teachers 
and learners is a reflection of the dominant role of the teacher in class­
room interaction. Teachers frequently ask display questions when the 
answers are well-known to them. Consequently, they do not need any 
clarification of the answers. On the other hand, learners do not ask for 
confirmation and clarification of meanings, because they do not usually 
feel responsible for classroom interaction.
Among other research studies, I have found (Nizegorodcew 1993) 
that low-proficiency L2 learners overuse other-repetitions and appeals 
for the interlocutor’s help (in the former case, repeating the preceding 
teacher turn; and in the latter, asking the teacher, most frequently in LI, 
"what does it mean?”). I called them, respectively, “passive” and "active” 
communication strategies.
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In spite of the modification of its original claims, the Interaction Hy­
pothesis has exerted an enormous influence on classroom research stud­
ies and, indirectly, on L2 teacher education. The results of those stud­
ies, carried out since the early eighties, have not been unequivocal. More 
than ten years ago Ellis concluded his extensive survey of L2 classroom 
discourse studies by saying that even if L2 classroom interactive dis­
course is effective in promoting L2 acquisition at an elementary level, it is 
not very successful in promoting high levels of grammatical competence. 
He also admitted that communicative classrooms may not be well-suited 
to the development of sociolinguistic competence (Ellis 1994: 605).
It seems that L2 classroom discourse modifications per se cannot be 
considered crucial factors in L2 acquisition (c.f. Ellis 1994). Firstly, be­
cause they are limited and distorted in comparison with natural L2 dis­
course modifications. Secondly, because in monolingual L2 classrooms 
most of the negotiation work (real communication) between teachers 
and learners, or between learners in group activities is carried out in LI. 
And finally, because clarification requests, repetitions and other L2 dis­
course modifications, even if they occur in the L2 classroom, and if they 
are performed in the target language, refer only to the meaning of lexi­
cal items, and not to the grammatical morphology. Thus, they may affect 
lexical learning rather than what is considered the core of L2 acquisition, 
that is, the acquisition of the L2 grammatical system.
One of the outcomes of theoretical considerations and L2 class­
room research was the conclusion that “learner interaction is embed­
ded within the text of the specific task rather than facilitative of learn­
ers’ development of the language beyond the immediate context” (Breen 
2001:124). Moreover, according to Pauline Foster, “studies by Kumaradi- 
velu and Gore have both shown how the learners’ perception of the pur­
pose of a classroom task may differ very much from that of the teacher. If 
students regard group work as a light-hearted and informal part of class, 
rather than a pedagogical activity specifically designed to promote SLA, 
we cannot be surprised if they are relaxed enough about communica­
tion problems to let them pass, thereby missing opportunities to gain 
comprehensible input and to create modified output” (Foster 1998: 19).
In the conclusion of her paper, Foster claims that “tasks that require 
students to negotiate the form of their output should be easier to design” 
yet not necessarily conducive to extended L2 production, whereas “tasks 
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... that are designed to draw students into negotiating meaning are on 
the wrong track" as far as the acquisition of the target forms is concerned 
(1998: 20). What is left then for negotiation, if neither the form nor the 
meaning focus is beneficial for L2 acquisition?
A cognitive explanation of the described phenomenon points to the 
basic feature of human cognition - its focus on meaning. Learners in the 
L2 classroom interactive discourse are focused too much on meanings to 
be able to pay enough attention to forms. Fluency practice, as if were, un­
dermines SLA. Gozdawa-Gol^biowski (2004) claims, in accordance with 
relevance theory (Sperber and Wilson 1995) that L2 learners tend to au­
tomatically perceive incomplete and faulty semantic representations as 
relevant and interpret them accordingly.
In consequence, as I have claimed recently (Nizegorodcew forth­
coming), L2 learners focused on communicative tasks disregard the cor­
rectness of L2 forms as long as they seem to be successful communica­
tors. What is more, in monolingual settings, they disregard the code itself 
and code-switch to another code, that is, to their LI. Thus, L2 learners 
during classroom interactive tasks do not negotiate for meaning, prob­
ably because the tasks themselves are not considered part of serious L2 
learning, but, as claimed by Foster, light-hearted and informal pastime. 
Besides, as I have said, if any linguistic problems occur, they are caused 
by unknown lexical items, and not by grammatical forms learners are ig­
norant of.
Samples of L2 Classroom Interactive 
Discourse
In the following part of this paper, I will provide L2 classroom discourse 
samples supporting my claims about:
• learners focusing on unknown lexical items, and not on grammatical 
forms;
• learners code-switching to LI real communication during L2 inter­
active tasks.
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The samples have been collected by Anna Przebinda, my former MA stu­
dent. In her MA thesis (2004), she compared two most common types 
of communicative activities: role-plays and discussions. She tried to find 
support for her claim that role-plays were more conducive than discus­
sions to the development of L2 students’ speaking skills. She claimed that 
during role-plays the students would speak more and they would use less 
LI than during discussions.
Przebinda observed 30 communicative activities focused on the 
same topics, half of them being role-plays and the other half discus­
sions. The observations were made in five secondary L2 classes at differ­
ent levels of proficiency, from pre-intermediate to upper-intermediate. 
She had chosen three topics of common interest: reality shows, educa­
tion and computers, and she planned six lessons, two lessons for each 
topic, one of them including a role-play, and the other a group discus­
sion. The speaking activities (role-plays and discussions) in each les­
son were introduced as follow-up activities to the reading tasks. The 
three teachers who taught the observed groups followed the design of 
the lessons, and in each of the lessons the researcher recorded one 
group of three students during the speaking activity, so as to obtain 
recorded speaking samples of role-plays and discussions from the same 
students.
The recorded samples of the role-plays and discussions have been 
analyzed in terms of the number of turns taken by the participants, the 
number of LI and L2 turns, and the number of unfilled pauses. The re­
sults of the analysis indicate that the students spoke more and made 
fewer pauses during role-plays than in group discussions. They also used 
less LI during role-plays. Przebinda concluded her research with the 
claim that role-plays were more conducive than discussions to the de­
velopment of speaking skills. Nevertheless, she admitted that since some 
students preferred the latter technique, and since it had some advan­
tages, it should have its place in the L2 classroom.
It is interesting to view the above mentioned beneficial aspects of 
role-plays in the context of SLA, that is, accuracy (form-oriented) and 
fluency (meaning-oriented) practice. What does it mean to say that role­
plays are more conducive to the development of L2 speaking skills? Does 
the development of the speaking skills mean only the development of 
fluency in the sense of making fewer pauses and using more speaking 
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turns? Is it only the type of the activity that matters in this respect (role­
play or discussion)?
The following two excerpts focus on education (one of the three top­
ics for the speaking activities). The samples come from two groups (out 
of five). The students’ age in both groups was 17. The students in group 
A were females, and in group B males. Group A came from an academic 
type secondary school (liceum). They were described by the researcher 
as the most diligent group among the five groups. Group A students 
were at the upper-intermediate level of proficiency (at least according to 
the teaching standards). Group B came from a technical type secondary 
school (technikum), and according to the teaching standards, they were 
at the pre-intermediate level of L2 proficiency.
Group discussion
Comparing education in South Korea and in Poland (on the basis of a read­
ing passage about the South Korean educational system). The students’ task is 
to discuss the advantages and disadvantages of the two educational systems, 
and to compare their effectiveness in terms of future opportunities and the 
quality of life.
Group A (students 1,2 and 3)
SI: (Reads the questions provided by the teacher.)
S2: What do you think? Which system is better?
S3: OK, so let’s talk about the Korean one. Probably they are more educated. 
S2: They get better job, opportunity to study later at university and... I don't 
know...
SI: How long?
S3: Probably the same. (It is not clear from the transcript what the students 
mean.)
S2: 17 hours (of studying per day). It’s stupid. Naprawdę jakiś beznadziejny 
system. [It must be an awful system.]
(pause)
SI: So they have seven hours to have a shower, sleep, eat breakfast and 
17 hours ... so they sleep almost 5 hours. This is the disadvantage.
S2: It’s stupid, you can’t relax, talk to your parents ... they have no private 
time. I don’t like it.
SI: And they are more intelligent in the classes but their life ... They don’t 
know how to live.
S3:1 agree.
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(pause)
S2: OK, so which system is more effective?
SI: 1 think this system have more advantages and disadvantages and Pol­
ish system have advantages and disadvantages so we must put them ... to­
gether ... choose ... I think that ... that the Korean system ... with this 
system you could receive better job but the problems you will be ... have... 
1 mean in ... 1 think that in Korean system you get a better job so better life, 
but it’s not so good life if you don’t have the . . .
S3: Private life.
SI: Private life and ... and ...
S2: You don’t know how to ...
S3: How to behave, how to act.
S2: Yes, so I think that our system is better.
S3: It’s not better but it’s more for people as to say. [... it’s more humane, so 
to speak.] 
(pause)
S2: No one is the best but I think our is better than the Korean system.
SI: So that's all?
S2: That’s all.
S3: The end. Koniec. [The end.]
Group B (students 4, 5 and 6)
S4: Dobra, no to zaczynamy. [OK, let’s start.]
S5: (Reads out one of the questions.) What are the advantages of the Polish 
system?
S4: Polish system is better. We don't have to stay in school for 17 hours a day. 
And we don’t have to study so much.
S5: Yes. In Korea people must study too much ... But they know more things 
when they finish school.
S4: But they are so tired ... they can’t do nothing. They don’t have time for 
playing sport or something like this. All the time they study. It’s stupid ... 
(pause)
S5: No, to w ogóle jest bez sensu. [It’s total nonsense.]
S6: (Reads out a question.) But which one is better?
S4: Polish is better. We are not tired . .. We have more time.
(pause)
S5: A praca? Oni mają szansę dostać lepszą pracę i kasę. [And work? They 
have a chance to get a better job and more dough.]
S6: No tak, ale przecież na nic nie mają czasu. To nienormalne. [That's right, 
but they have no time for anything. It’s not normal.]
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S5: In Korea you can get a good job.
S6: A w Polsce nawet jak dużo umiesz, to nie możesz dostać dobrej pracy. 
[And in Poland even if you know a lot, you cannot get a good job.) 
(laughter)
S5: (reads out a question) Which system gives you better opportunity to get 
a better job?
S6: No to ten w Korei. [The Korean one.]
S5: Better life?
S4:1 think Polish.
S6: We have more time ... and we have time for fun.
S5: Tak, i na imprezki. [Yes, and for little parties.]
(laughter)
(pause)
S6: No to co? Wszystko już? [So what now? Is that it?]
S4: Dobra, koniec. [OK, the end.]
Discussion
In the above group discussion tasks, the learners are not monitored by 
the teacher. However, Przebinda has carefully prepared the task in terms 
of its organization, introducing a reading passage on education in South 
Korea and the discussion questions. In other words, although the com­
municative activity involves fluency practice, the instruction and the ma­
terials accompanying it focus the learners on specific information in the 
text and in the questions (Which system is better? Which system is more ef­
fective? What are the advantages of the Polish system? Which system gives 
you better opportunity to get a better job?) which can serve as scaffolding 
language chunks. It is interesting to note, however, differences between 
the groups in their approach to the task and in the use of these chunks.
In Group A, the three co-operating students are able to formulate 
some kind of justification of their answer in L2 (I think that in Korean 
system you get a better job so better life, but it’s not so good life if you don't 
have the... private life... You don't know how to... how to behave, how 
to act). They also support one another as far as L2 lexical items are con­
cerned (private life; how to behave, how to act). In one instance, there 
is a clear interference of the LI phrase “jest bardziej dla ludzi” [it’s more 
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for people = it’s more humane]. Even if the students provide one another 
with some help in communicating the required arguments, the cognitive 
difficulty of the task seems to affect the accuracy of the language they 
use. On the other hand, except for one comment in LI (Naprawdę jakiś 
beznadziejny system [It must be an awful system]) they use only L2 dur­
ing the activity.
In Group B the participating students at first use the teacher’s ques­
tions to support their discussion, which, however, soon becomes an LI 
discussion. It could be said that they nearly totally forget about the L2 
learning goal of the speaking activity (No, to w ogóle jest bez sensu [It’s 
total nonsense]; A praca? Oni mają szansę dostać lepszą pracę i kasę [And 
work? They have a chance to get a better job and more dough]; ... No 
tak, ale przecież na nic nie mają czasu. To nienormalne [That's right, but 
they have no time for anything. It’s not normal];... A w Polsce nawet jak 
dużo umiesz, to nie możesz dostać dobrej pracy [And in Poland even if 
you know a lot, you cannot get a good job]).
The above remarks should be particularly appreciated in the context 
ofa very high unemployment rate, spoken by 17-year-old boys, for whom 
the prospect of unemployment is imminent.
Conclusion
The following phenomena can be observed in the analyzed L2 classroom 
discourse samples:
• Real communicative exchanges (especially on lower proficiency lev­
els) are performed in LI.
• On higher proficiency levels, and probably with more self­
disciplined students, L2 communication is possible. However, stu­
dents’ automatic focus on meaning makes them disregard formal ac­
curacy.
• More proficient (and more self-disciplined) students can support 
one another in their search for appropriate lexical items to express 
meanings.
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• SlJ\ in the sense of the development of more target-like forms prob­
ably requires careful monitoring (and feedback) on the part of the 
teacher or more proficient interlocutor.
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